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Abstract  
Conscious leadership is grounded in the sociocultural knowledge of reciprocity, which allows leaders to perceive patterns in the 
environment, see the interconnectivity of multiple problems, and subscribe to a participatory leadership style, which incorporates 
the idea of shared responsibility and problem solving. This research provides evidence which supports the idea that being 
conscious is one of the most authentic skills needed for an accountable and responsible leadership practice. Eight postsecondary 
educational administrators were selected to participate in a qualitative research design. First, the participants took the 
Consciousness Quotient Inventory. Second research step included in-depth semi-structured interview with all the participants. 
The interview questions consist of 35 items, including various aspects of the conscious leadership practices. Results suggests that 
participants practiced aspects of what is being termed conscious leadership. Overall, leaders demonstrated an awareness of: (a) a 
social systems orientation or approach to leading; (b) recognized patterns and themes which informed their work environment; 
and (c) noted the benefits of a shared or participatory leadership practice. These findings provide valuable insight into actual 
conscious leadership practices and offers direction for developing future conscious leaders in postsecondary education. 
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1. Introduction  
The primary purpose of this research was to identify administrators who are practicing what can be thought of as 
conscious leadership (Hayden, 2011). Consciousness is becoming an important criteria for moving leaders towards a 
leadership practice that is accountable, responsible cooperative and collective. Unfortunately, accountability, 
responsibility, cooperation and collaboration has become a lost art form, as primary principles for leading well, 
especially as it relates to leading in institution of higher education (Anderson, 2008). In today’s educational 
environment, enlightened leadership practices are needed more than ever. Current trends in higher education 
suggests that educational communities are emerging as dynamic systems that are more interconnected and 
networked. Thus suggesting that a different leadership model is needed to meet the needs of changing educational 
environments (Allen & Cherry, 2000; Kezar & Eckel, 2002).  
Conscious Leadership is “a theory grounded in the sociocultural knowledge of reciprocity, which allows leaders 
to perceive patterns in the environment, see the interconnectivity of multiple problems, and subscribe to a 
participatory leadership style, which incorporates the idea of shared responsibility and problem solving” (Jones, 
2012, p. 41). Conscious leaders are aware, cooperative and collaborative. Critical to the understanding of this theory 
and practice is the willingness to acknowledge and understand consciousness as the most critical component of the 
framework. Understanding and practicing leadership from this perspective, allows everyone within an organization 
to actively participate in a shared approach for leading and learn how to become more cooperative and collaborative, 
which in turns promotes personal and group accountability and responsibility. Facilitating the opportunity for the 
process of group introspection, reflection and decision making. This study supports the idea that aspects of 
conscious leadership already exist as a practice among higher education leaders. However, these leaders are unaware 
that they have adopted tenets of a conscious leadership practice into their leadership approach. Imagine how 
leadership training and practice would change if dedicated effort was directed towards cultivating leaders who were 
more consciously aware.  Thus, an examination of higher education administrator’s leadership practice is warranted. 
Qualitative research methods guided the design and execution of this study (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 
2011). Qualitative research is a way of exploring meaning for individuals or groups about a social or human issue. 
With qualitative research, the unanticipated can be captured as information, resulting in rich and descriptive data 
that comes directly from the participant’s perspective. Qualitative research does not seek to describe the norm but 
rather seeks to gain insight and knowledge, while also gaining meaning and understanding for those who may vary 
from what is considered the norm. This study meets the ) following prescribed features of a qualitative research 
study if; (1) seeks to gain insight and meaning of people’s lives; (2) is under real-live conditions, examines and 
represents the views and perspectives of the people in the study; (3) is considerate of the contextual lived experience 
of the participants being studied; (4) works to contribute to existing or emerging knowledge concerning human 
social behavior; (5) and employs the use of multiple sources of evidence to gather information, then the study would 
be better executed as a qualitative process.  
Conscious Leadership is “a theory grounded in the sociocultural knowledge of reciprocity, which allows leaders 
to perceive patterns in the environment, see the interconnectivity of multiple problems, and subscribe to a 
participatory leadership style, which incorporates the idea of shared responsibility and problem solving” (Jones, 
2012, p. 41).  
Four research open-ended research questions guided the study:  
1. How do postsecondary educational leaders make sense of conscious leadership?  
2. How is conscious leadership demonstrated on a daily basis? 
3. How does context influence conscious leadership practices? 
4. What implications does a conscious leadership framework have for conscious leadership practices?  
This study captures an emerging paradigm within its natural context, using interviewing and information from the 
Consciousness Quotient Inventory (Brazdau & Opariuc, 2014). It describes and explains the interpersonal 
competencies of individual leaders, while depicting the leadership practices of a variety of higher educational 
leaders.  
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1.1. Participants 
Eight educational leaders from two and four year colleges and universities were identified as participants. Several 
demographics provide a general description: (a) generational age range, (b) highest educational degree, (c) ethnic 
identification, (d) gender identification, and (e) work locations. They all came from educational institutions that 
serve a diverse student population. A variety of administrators participated: Director, Associate Dean, Dean, VP and 
President. There were four were female and four were male, aged from thirties to sixties. The ethnic make-up was 
inclusive of African American and White administrators.  
Initially, the follow selection criteria were used to select potential participants: 
x The participants have been in leadership roles as senior postsecondary educational administrators for at least five 
years. 
x The participants self-identify as experiencing a transformation in their leadership style or practice that is more 
relational and systems oriented.  
The participants were contacted initially through e-mail at their respective colleges and universities. The e-mail 
introduced the researcher and the research study. Interested participants were asked to respond to the researcher 
directly by phone or e-mail. The researcher responded to all interested participants with an e-mail confirmation. 
Included in this confirmation was information about the research study purpose, confidentiality and consent 
procedures, and several potential dates for the actual interview. After the desired number of participants was 
successfully identified, the selection process concluded. All participants signed a research consent form before 
beginning the interview process  
1.2. Procedure 
Intial research steps included all participants taking the online Consciousness Quotient (CQ) Inventory. The (CQ) 
survey, measures individual overall conscious awareness. It is self-scoring and was used to create a baseline for 
assessing the global awareness levels of each participant. The CQ Inventory scores, the summaries and responses 
from the interviews were used to provide context. 
The second research step was an in-depth semi-structured interview with all the participants. The interview 
questions included 35 items, including various aspects of the conscious leadership practices, such as: How do you 
implement policies and procedures within your office/college? What does a transformative organization look like to 
you? How do you connect with other human beings? How do you believe humans are connected to each other? How 
do you handle an employee who becomes very emotional? How do you feel after you make difficult decisions? How 
do you react to new situations? What is your process for making-meaning of information? Please tell me how think 
your thoughts influence your actions and the decisions that you make? What do you believe to be your purpose in 
life and how are you intentional in achieving your purpose? How do you learn? Please tell me about an experience 
when you acted off of intuition. Please describe how you share your leadership role with your employees. What is 
you specific worldview or perspective on leadership? Please tell me about your own belief and/or values system? 
What kind of impact do you believe you have on your employees and staff as a leader? 
The data resulted from the interviews was later transcribed using NVIVO 9, in an effort to become familiar with 
potential patterns, themes and codes.
2. Results 
Most of the CQ responses demonstrated identical findings that indicated high global consciousness scores, with 
the exception of one. This participant’s overall global consciousness score was relatively low in comparison to the 
other participants and resulted in a dramatically different perspective for most of her domain and the overall global 
consciousness score. In terms of where the leaders would place on a continuum of awareness, Leader #3 scores 
indicated that they are at the lower end of global awareness, while Leaders #2, #7, and #8 reflect a developing 
awareness level and finally, those leaders who scored in the 90’s reflected a higher awareness level.  
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After the interview process, data was analyzed and interpreted for understanding and meaning. Five notable 
trends emerged and were developed into categories: (a) theoretical perspective; (b) epistemic practices of 
transformation and systems; (c) disposition; (d) socio-emotional/human consciousness capacity; and (e) cognition 
capacity. Nineteen codes were established to organize the data: Worldview or perspective on leadership; Integrated 
and networked environment; Transformational organization; Role as a leader; Innovative, creative, and collaborative 
partnerships; Shared leadership role; Get others to work together; Belief/value system; React to new situations; 
Manage weakness/strengths; Handle emotional employees; Feel after making a decision; Assess and analyze new 
situations; Self-knowledge; Learning; Making-meaning; Thoughts influence decisions and actions; Aware, 
accountable and responsible; Solve complex problems. 
A leadership rubric was created and participant responses were measured against whether they exhibited qualities 
from the leadership rubric, as presented in Table 1. 
Data revealed that Leaders made sense of conscious leadership through their awareness, consciousness and self-
knowledge. Moreover, each of them subscribed to their own particular theoretical perspective, ideology or world- 
view that assisted in their development as a leader. There was a recognition and acknowledgement of the 
interconnectivity and humanness between themselves and other, while it is noted that reciprocity was practiced and 
evidence of a shared leadership approach was discovered.  
The Leaders demonstrated conscious leadership daily through the examples of cooperation and collaboration in 
being efficient and effective. All supported innovation and creativity, as a needed process for supporting change and 
transformation. Emphasis was placed on building “communities of practice” where harmony and balanced 
relationships was critical to collective decision-making efforts. Thus, demonstrated intentionality and 
thoughtfulness. The context of a conscious leadership practice was noted by the acknowledgement of the 
organization becoming more networked and integrated, which allowed Leaders to recognize the many themes and 
patterns emerging within a living organizational system.  
There was support of a networked environment because it facilitated better communications and engagement, 
which improved the efforts of meeting organizational goals. Findings revealed that the Leaders were more practice-
based in attempting to accomplish goals and objectives rather than use standard behavioral techniques to create 
change and sustainability. Leaders were aware and reflective in their leadership practice and appeared to know that 
they were accessing higher consciousness of their thoughts and emotions, thereby developing holistic and healthy 
coping techniques and leadership practices. Finally, implications of a conscious leadership framework demonstrated 
clearly that organizations function as ecological systems. 
Table 1. Leadership Rubric Continuum 
Leadership Themes Beginning 
Qualities 
Developing 
Qualities 
Advanced 
Qualities 
Theoretical Perspective Behaviorist Transformative 
Change Oriented 
Integrated and Networked 
Sociocultural/Reciprocity. 
Quantum Interconnectivity 
Systems Perspective/ Thinking 
Epistemic Practice of 
Transformation and 
Systems 
Reactive and Low 
Expectations 
Nurture Change 
Responsive to Problems 
Follower Perspective 
Have a Focus, Plan, Observe and Collect Info, 
Interpret, Translate, Cooperative and Collaborate 
Implement; Shared Responsibility 
View Practice in Context 
Disposition Focuses on Fixed 
Behaviors, Traits, 
Competencies or Styles 
Charismatic 
Intrinsic Motivation 
Inspirational/Motivational 
Influential/Social Architects 
Flexible, Authentic and Creative and Innovative 
Intentional/ Purposeful 
Take a Holistic Perspective, 
Evolutionary/Transcendence 
Positive/Inclusive; Have Spiritual Aspect 
Socio-emotional/ 
Human Consciousness 
Capacity 
Outside Observers 
Not Aware of the 
Relationships Around 
You or Does Not Value 
Affective/ Feeling 
Self-efficacy 
Some Self-knowledge 
Some Value Towards Relationships 
Knowledge of Self 
Observe Thoughts as they Arise 
Inspirational; Relational and interconnected to 
Universal Law/Nature 
Cognition Capacity Exertion to Lead or 
Develop Habits of the 
Learning from Experience 
Limited ability for New Thought 
Use Cognitive and Metacognitive Skills 
Reflective; See Patterns and Themes in the 
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Mind Becoming a Critical Thinker 
Beginning to be aware of being 
aware 
Environment and use to Make Meaning 
Capacity for New Thought 
Being conscious and aware of the emotional status of others and themselves was reported as valuable to their 
leadership practice. Most of the leaders were discussed being very in touch with this perspective and articulated it as 
a core principle. Responses supported the idea that the majority of the leaders acknowledged the value of having 
insight into not only their own personal perspective regarding emotions, but concerning their employees as well. The 
basic acceptance of their employees and working environments as being more than just factories putting out widgets 
is relevant to the concept of humanness of being conscious of themselves and others. These trends emerged in spite 
of the hierarchal structures the Leaders operated within.  
In the end, most of the leaders demonstrated evolving leadership patterns towards becoming more conscious 
leaders. They all agreed that emotional capacity was critical to having a functional work environment. This belief 
originated around the conversation we engaged in regarding relationships, relationships building, awareness of 
different emotional states, and cooperative and collaborative interactions. Leaders who were aware of, and 
responsive to, their emotional states appeared to be more skilled at navigating positive collaborative interactions 
between themselves and their staff; thus connecting and interacting with regards to emotions and human 
consciousness, were expressed as critical components of the leadership practice, which is more aligned with more 
advanced leadership stage development. This social-relational construct of understanding people in the sense of 
human consciousness and socio-emotional perspective gained notoriety during the emergence of the emotional 
intelligence philosophy. In other words, the importance of humanness was also expressed. 
The literature review provided valuable information regarding shared or participatory leadership styles, such as 
Love-based leadership, Open Leadership, and Soul Leadership (Chopra, 2010; Church, 2010; Li, 2010). Each of 
these leadership approaches requires the leader to be reciprocal, cooperative and collaborative. Interview data 
revealed that several of the Leaders subscribed to a participatory or shared leadership practice.  
Leader #1 shared: “I believe in leading by inclusiveness, meaning I bring everybody along telling them what we 
are doing, how we are trying to do it and give them an opportunity to have input. That way when you get to a 
decision, people will more likely be on board about the decision and you don’t have to worry about the excuses side. 
When they are not on board, you run into conflict”.
3. Discussion  
Prior to conducting this research, limited information existed about the potentiality of applying a conscious 
leadership framework to higher educational practices. Additionally, little information was known about how current 
Leaders practiced leadership, whether traditional or transformative, especially within educational institutions that 
have become increasingly interconnected and networked. From a researcher’s perspective, it would be critical to 
gain additional insight into the application of a conscious leadership framework on a broader scale. The data 
analyzed offered evidence that elements of conscious leadership are currently being practiced by some higher 
educational leaders.  
Results from this study provided evidence to suggest that formal exposure to a conscious leadership curriculum 
would be beneficial and assist in developing a community of conscious leaders. The implication for developing a 
leadership theory and practice, which supports continuous transformation, is of great importance. Higher educational 
leaders must become more adept in their leadership practices by developing improved leadership acumen. All eight 
of the Leaders expressed that their respective working environments were rapidly changing and that being 
transformative, cooperative and collaborative was necessary to achieve their department goals.  
Three implications for practice emerges as the research unfolded: (a) process for preparing conscious leaders; (b) 
applying conscious leadership practices within changing higher education environments; and (c) the meaning of a 
conscious leadership framework to institutions of higher education systems).  
This research served as a pilot study for gaining insight into the practicality and relevance of applying a 
conscious leadership framework to postsecondary educational environments. Three recommendations for future 
research are offered: (a) investigating the deeper meaning of a conscious leadership practice; (b) conducting 
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research studies on a larger scale and across diverse environments; and (c) examining the impact of conscious 
leadership practitioners as mentors and coaches. 
Building leadership development programs that incorporate a conscious leadership framework can aid in 
appropriately preparing leaders for complex and rapidly changing organizations. Conscious leadership assists us in 
transforming our educational institutions to reflect our highest values, those that embrace interconnectivity, 
networking and sociocultural ways of being.  
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